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“Alice’s Restaurant” and the 
Tradition of the Plotless Film 


“The Americans, who are much more stupid when it’s a question of analysis, 
instinctively succeed in constructing things.”” 

—Jean-Lue Godard 

I 

= The genius of American films, according to Godard, is in their 
narrative structures, their plots, Most critics would agree, particu- 
larly Europeans, who have consistently admired the American 
cinema for its narrative vitality, Griffith, Chaplin, Ford, Hitch- 
cock, Welles —they are all great storytellers. Indeed, most of the 


i comedy, thrillers, westems, 
that emphasize plot above all. In the United States, plotless films 
have seldom been successful with mass audiences. In the past few 
years, however, this form seems to have come into its own, With the 
enormous popularity of such essentially non-narrative movies as 
Easy Rider, 2001, Medium Cool, Faces, Woodstock, Five Easy 
Piecer, and Alice’s Restaurant, one could almost claim that the plot- 
Jess film has become a dominant mode in American filmmaking. 

Arthur Penn’s Alice’s Restaurant is perhaps the most impressive 
of this group of films. Penn, who has been called the most “Eu- 
ropean” of young American directors, has been influenced by the 
work of Godard, who himself has been influenced by the documen- 
tary tradition of the Italian neo-realists and the lyrical films of Jean. 
Renoir. But perhaps we ought to begin at the beginning. 


